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PATENT MEDICINES AND THE COMMON FOLK IN
HUNTSVILLE AND MADISON COUNTY DURING
THE EARLY 1880'S
Marsha and Henry Marks

How to stay well, recuperate from illness and live
happily ever after- was even more of a problem during
the 1880's in Huntsville than it is today. It is
important and interesting to view everyday life in
Huntsville, to find out how people in Madison County
coped with the problems of life. One of the best ways
to view earlier days is through the local newspapers,
for they generally reflect what local conditions were
like.
From 1881 to December 29, 1894, Huntsville and Madi
son County's Black population was served by the
Huntsville Gazette. Charles Handley, Jr., the editor,
naturally focused the editorial contents towards his
patronage. Advertisers also attempted to reach this
segment of the population.
A study of newspaper advertisements in the weekly
Huntsville GAZETTE during the early 1880's reveals many
a pitfall for the unwary Madison County reader. The
early 1880's marked a time when the country was less
sophisticated than today, yet it was supposedly a time
of optimism, when mankind was thought to be able to
surmount various physical and psychological barriers to
the enjoyment of life. This optimism was evident in the
patent medicine advertisements in the GAZETTE. All you
had to do to stay healthy or get well was to take a few
doses of whatever "medicine" was being foisted on the
gullible. To us today such claims trip the light
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fantastic, but in an earlier era they must have been
taken quite literally, for somebody had to pay for all
these advertisements. Patent medicine advertisers were
out to make a profit and they could not have continued
to advertise so widely and so often without large scale
consumption of their products by the public.
Probably the first assumption we may make is that the
buying public, including Huntsville and Madison County,
still believed that illnesses were connected in some way
with disorders of the blood. Remove the impurities and
the patient is cured. The best way, of course, is by
partaking of patent medicines, in an age when most
people were not able to obtain the services of a
physician on a regular basis. The makers of Kidney
Wort, who advertised that their product was the only
medicine in either liquid or dry form that acts at
the same time on the liver, bowels and kidneys, pro
claimed that we get sick "because we allow these great
organs to become clogged or torpid, and poisonous humors
are therefore forced into the blood that should be
expelled n a t u r a l l y . T h e makers of New Rich Blood
Parson's Purgative Pills announced that their panacea
"will completely change the blood in the entire system
in three months."2 Wilhoft's Fever and Ague Tonic was
advertised as for chills and fever and all diseases
"caused by malarial poisoning of the blood."3
A second assumption that may be drawn from the peru
sal of the GAZETTE is that the advertisements stressed
the wide range of coverage of their products and their
quick results. Mexican Mustang Liniment, the best of
all liniments, "For Man and Beast," was "needed by some
body in every h o u s e . F l a g g ' s Instant Pain Relief was
"a wonderful and immediate cure for all aches and pains
Dr. John Bull's Smith's Tonic Syrup for the cure of fever
and Ague or Chills and Fever was extolled as a "safe,
certain, speedy and permanent cure."6 Lawrence and
Martin's Tolu Rick and Rye, billed as "the great appe
tiser tonic and cough cure," was "for all diseases of
the throat, chest and l u n g s . T h a t old standby, Lydia
E. Pinkham's Vegetable Compound, "the positive cure,"
was "for all those painful complaints and weaknesses so
common to our best female population."8 Dr. Mettaur's
Headache Pills were stated as able to "cure most wonder
fully in a very short time. . ."9 Also, Johnson's
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theria) . . . and will positively cure nine cases out
of ten."I® Finally, De Bangs Pile Remedy was so good
that one of their advertisements ran as follows:
"$1,000 Reward for Any Case Blind, Bleeding, Itching
Ulcerate or Portruding PILES that DE BANG'S PILE
REMEDY Fails to Cure."1!
A third assumption that can be made is that many of
the advertisements were geared to disorders of a
pulmonary nature. One of the advertisements contained
a testimonial letter for Dr. Schenck's Medicines, Pul
monic Syrup, Seaweed Tonic and Mandrake Pills that
avowed the ability of the medicine to cure chronic
bronchitis.1^ A free pamphlet was also offered in
the advertisement that discussed the "causes and cures
of consumption, liver complaint and dyspepsia."13
Dr. Mettaur's Headache Pills were for headaches as
previously noted, but "while acting on the nervous
system" the pills also 'fcleanse the stomach of excess
of bile, producing a regular healthy action of the
bowels."14 Dr. Bull's Cough Syrup was said to be
excellent "for the cure of coughs, colds, hoarseness,
asthma, bronchitis, croup, influenza, whooping cough,
incipient consumption, etc."15 Piso's Cure for Con
sumption was touted as "a certain and safe remedy for
croup, asthma, bronchitis and sore throat, as . . . it
will cure these lesser complaints, which are so often
the forerunners of consumption." You did not mind
taking this medicine either, for "there is no other
medicine that tastes so good."16 The best medicine of
all might have been Cone's Asthma Conquerer, which
"dures when all other remedies fail."!^ Quinine Wine
was to be taken "for ague, chills, fever and all
malarial attacks." It, too, was "pleasant to take."18
Dr. S. A. Richmond and Company's Samaritan Nervine
"cures fits. Never fails" and was manufactured by the
"World's Epilicptic Institute."19
The cause of malaria had not yet been discovered,
and several ads claimed a cure for this dreaded disease.
One, Wilhoft's Fever and Ague Tonic, was for "Chills
and Fever AND ALL Diseases Caused by Malarial Poisoning
of the Blood.
5
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Most manufacturers did not price their wares in these
advertisements, but those that did quoted from 25<? to
one dollar. Wilhoft's charged $1.00.
Dr. Bull's
Cough Syrup went for a q u a r t e r . 2 Naturally, Quinine
Wine was purchased for $1.00 and came in a wine b o t t l e . ^
But of all the advertisements, our favorites are
Dr. John Bull's Sasparilla and Worm Destroyer, extolled
as "The Popular Remedies of the Day."24 Forget the good
old days, give us the modern physician.

^See the first illustration from the Huntsville
Gazette, June 25, 1818, p. 3.
^Gazette, August 6, 1881, p. 4.
^See the second illustration from the Gazette, June
18, 1881, p. 3.
^Gazette, June 18, 1881, p. 2.
'’Gazette, July 2, 1881, p. 3.
^Gazette, September 10, 1881, p. 4.
^Gazette, December 17, 1881, p. 3.
^Gazette, June 18, 1871, p. 2.
^Gazette, June 25, 1881, p. 4.
^Gazette, December 24, 1881, p. 4.
1^Gazette, August 13, 1881, p. 2.
^ Gazette, June 18, 1881, p. 4.

l^Ibid.
^Gazette, June 25, 1881, p. 4.
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^ Gazette, September 10, 1881, p. 4.
l^Gazette, October 29, 1881, p. 4.
^ Gazette, November 26, 1881, p. 4.
^ Gazette, December 18, 1881, p. 4.
^Gazette, February 11, 1882, p. 4.
^Gazette, June 18, 1881, p. 3.
^Ibid.
^ Gazette, September 10, 1881, p. 4.
23Gazet_te, December 18, 1881, p. 4.
^Gazette, September 10, 1881, p. 4.
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